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former diplomatic role as US Minister Resident to Haiti (more on Douglass 
below). 

‘The Fair may have helped position the USA globally as a world leader 
with creative talents and industry, and situated Haiti, in the process, but 
this story of Haiti at the Fair is not one about US dominance and Haitian 
acquiescence. Haitian leaders had their own impulses that worked against, 
as well as in tandem with, US interests. As Reddy and Dillon suggest, 
accounting for such complexity is the key to understanding the distorting 
effect on knowledge of a place’s or a people’s history. These power dynamics 
are reconstituted in the Fair. An examination of the letters and other 
artefacts of the Fair illuminates how Haiti’s position as a critically important 
trade and commercial zone vital to the expansion of capitalism within 
and beyond the USA both required and fostered rhetorical alternatives of 
dysfunction and inferiority that respond to the “unfinishedness” of Haiti’s 
black sovereignty. 

In 1891, just two years before the opening of the Fair, Haitian Minister 
to the USA Hannibal Price circulated The Haytian Question, an essay that 
examines the looming economic perils for Haiti in the geopolitics of the 
Atlantic world. Published in New York under the pen name Verax, The 
Haytian Question was the minster’s public response to US claims of Haitian 
duplicity two years after a violent civil war rumbled through Haiti—a war 
instigated in part by US commercial and military machinations. 

In it, Price stresses that Haiti would continue to be trampled on by 
the “greed and jealousies already awakened” within “the Colossus of the 
North’—the USA. In light of the USA’s long history of meddling in Haitian 
political and economic affairs, Price anticipates only increased contestations 
of power between the two countries. He predicts that “the piercing of the 
Central American isthmus, sooner or later, by an inter-oceanic canal— 
whether at Panama or at Nicaragua—with the enormous economic interests 
engaged with and to be developed by that enterprise, must inevitably make 


42 See Verax [Hannibal Price], The Haytian Question (New York: Louis Weiss & Co., 
Printers and Publishers, 1891). 
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the sea of the Antilles,” Haiti, and the nations that exist within and around 
it, “the cynosure and strategic point of the principal maritime and commercial 
powers [...] of the great Republic of the United States of America.” Price 
extends this criticism of US—Haitian relations by considering what will likely 
be future political dealings between the USA and Haiti. By his calculations, 
as long as Haiti remained at the centre of the USA’s Antillean fantasies, 
Haiti’s stability and sovereignty would be in question. According to Price, 
the USA’s desire and greed for the Antilles was about more than commercial 
concessions for individual merchants. Haiti, he argues, had to contend with 
coordinated and concentrated attacks by entire industries (such as shipping) 
as well as a history of diplomatic interference by the USA that extended back 
further in time but included efforts in the 1870s and 1880s that focused on 
acquiring territory within the Caribbean. 

The real reason Haiti was important to the USA, Price asserts, was 
because of the value of its trade with (or more accurately through) Haiti. 
According to figures from 1891, Haiti imported annually goods from the 
USA worth nearly $6.5 million, yet exported to the USA manufactures 
worth only $2.2 million.44+ By the turn of the century, almost 70 per cent 
of Haiti’s goods were imported from North America for a population that 
by 1910, totalled 1.5 million.44 US businesspeople and traders constantly 
reminded Haitians (especially the Haitian elite) that they needed the USA 
and more and more American goods if they were to expand their wealth 
and prosperity. 

Haiti’s economic potential would also be on the minds of those politicians 
and reformers within Haiti who wrestled with the rise of foreign brokers 
and the role of foreign investment in Haiti’s politics and future.*° Some 
reformers believed that true prosperity within Haiti could only come 
to fruition once the country removed the foundational constitutional 
prohibition on foreign ownership of land. They believed that only with 
the repeal of this provision could the government, commerce, industry 
and Haiti’s allies in the global trading and investment community infuse 
Haiti’s markets with much-needed capital. For many of these advocates, 
this investment in Haiti’s economic future prosperity could be done without 
the loss of Haiti’s freedom. 


43 Verax [Hannibal Price], The Haytian Question, 6. 

44 Verax [Hannibal Price], The Haytian Question, 67. 

45 Brenda Gayle Plummer, “The Metropolitan Connection: Foreign and Semiforeign 
Elites in Haiti, 1900-1915,” Latin American Research Review 19, no. 2 (1984): 122. 

46 For more on these considerations, as well as the political and cultural contributions 
of people of African descent, see: Anténor Firmin, De /’égalité des race humaines (1885) 
and Hannibal Price, De la réhabilitation de la race noire par la République d’Haiti (1893). 
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For some, this investment need highlighted the brokerage role of 
foreigners—and foreign intervention—in Haitian politics and economic 
life. And as the nineteenth century amply demonstrates, Haitian politicians 
occupying diverging political positions would use these brokers as a way to 
maintain or acquire power. For this reason, many foreign merchants and 
government representatives realised that the best way to gain influence in 
Haiti was to interact actively with politicians. Sociologist and Caribbeanist 
David Nicholls suggests that this foreign game-playing would “prove fatal 
to the country’s independence” in the twentieth century.*” Although Haitian 
politicians and merchants argued that laws could be made that could control 
or constrain the many foreigners targeting the country, the enactment and 
application of these laws would prove difficult to ensure as burgeoning 
imperialists within and beyond the Atlantic rim sought to solidify and 
increase their control and consumption of goods and spaces—and targeted 
Haiti in the process.*® 

In Haiti, international merchants—from France, Great Britain, Germany 
and Syria (although mostly Lebanese Christians)—vied for economic 
power alongside US merchants who were not willing to abandon the 
potential market for trade in and through Haiti without a fight. According 
to diplomatic historian Ludwell Lee Montague, in his classic Haiti and the 
United States, 1714—1938, the rise of the USA’s influence in Haitian trade 
was nothing short of miraculous. The inclusion of Haiti in the “white city” 
was both symbol and catalyst for this drastic change in market share. In 
1893, the year of the Fair, “Great Britain had commanded four fifths” of 
the sale of textiles in Haiti, “but in 1903 the United States dominated it 
in the same degree.”*? These foreign importers would use the changes in 
global capital at the end of the nineteenth century to forge alliances with 
Haitian intermediaries and Haitian politicians vying for national control 
of the government. 

It would be these same foreigners who would—when faced with various 
Haitian policies that aimed to contain or limit their investment and 
involvement—turn to their respective governments for “aid” that often 
involved warships and military demonstrations in the waters off the Haitian 


47 Nicholls, From Dessalines to Duvalier, 141. 

48 See these excellent sources for information on these economic issues: Brenda Gayle 
Plummer, “The Metropolitan Connection: Foreign and Semiforeign Elites in Haiti, 
1900-1915,” Nicholls, Haiti in Caribbean Context, Dupuy, Haiti in the World Economy 
and Mark Schuller, “Haiti’s 200-year old Ménage-a-Trois: Globalization, the State, and 
Civil Society,” Caribbean Studies 35, no. 1 (January-June 2007): 141-79. 

49 Ludwell Lee Montague, Haiti and the United States, 1714-1938 (New York: Russell 
& Russell, 1966), 169. 
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coast.°° Although some Haitian politicians fought these changes, others 
courted foreigners for their money and influence. These shifts were fuelled 
by a steady flow of capital through this area. Sociologist Alex Dupuy notes 
that this flow was substantial: “By 1913, the value of U.S. exports [to Latin 
America and the Caribbean] increased to 1.7 billion” and “the value of 
imports went from $850 million to $1.2 billion.” Access to these markets 
motivated the USA to create the conditions necessary to whitewash Haiti 
for inclusion at the Fair.5 

Haiti, then, emerged at the Fair as an intriguing example of progress, 
civilisation and advancement in the 400 years since Columbus’s landing in the 
Americas. Erected in order to meet the demands of global commerce, Haiti’s 
pavilion would represent the contradictory impulses of global modernisms 
that could transform a black Antillean nation into a vehicle for US global 
capital. This process would be given form and meaning by political forces 
at the level of the US nation-state (specifically, through the office of US 
Secretary of State James G. Blaine and his able Fair/US State Department/ 
Bureau of the American Republics intermediary William Eleroy Curtis) and 
their work on behalf of the First Inter-American Conference to craft and 
conceive a new category of American states that included Haiti. This overtly 
capitalist organisation provided a conceptual road-map and vital rationale for 
Haiti’s inclusion in the “white city.” 


The Inter-American Conference, Haiti and Capital 


The Inter-American Conference, today known as the Organization of 
American States (OAS), emerged in the 1880s, following decades of false 
starts, to organise and strengthen ties among the nations of the Americas. 
Although a number of meetings and conferences were held beginning in 
the 1820s—mostly at the instigation of the newly formed Latin American 
republics—the Inter-American Conference and its goals took concrete 
form in the 1880s with the formation of a more permanent political and 
economic confederation of American states»? It was led and organised 


50 For more on this, see Nicholls, From Dessalines to Duvalier. 

51 Dupuy, Haiti in the World Economy, 129. 

52 Although the process to form a confederation can be traced to the moments listed 
in the body of this chapter, there were additional attempts to create reciprocity treaties 
between the USA and other republics within the Americas. US President Chester 
Arthur is credited with initiating policies to promote exports from the USA to other 
countries. In 1884, President Arthur would appoint a commission to investigate the 
best procedure for creating commercial relations between the USA and Central and 
South America. William Eleroy Curtis would play a significant role in this commission; 
initially as its secretary, before becoming a presidential appointee in 1885. This group 
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by US Secretary of State James G. Blaine, who called for the creation of 
a pan-American enterprise during his first of two terms as US Secretary 
of State.5* The enterprise went by a number of names—including the 
Bureau of the American Republics. When discussing the conference itself, 
I will refer to it as the First Inter-American Conference—the name that 
appears on the published documents from the initial meeting—and use its 
subsequent name, the Bureau of the American Republics, when referring to 
the organisation that grew out of the gathering. 

The First Inter-American Conference of 1889 and 1890 would, as the 
name suggests, be the first of several meetings that drew together delegates 
from the Americas in order to create a coordinated political and economic 
bloc that would effectively curtail European commercial trading—while 
at the same time elevating the power of the USA within the region. This 
first conference was convened and paid for by the USA and took place in 
Washington, DC. The published Minutes of the International Conference shows 
that representatives came from the Argentine Republic, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chili, Columbia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru, Salvador, Uruguay, Venezuela and Haiti. Santo 
Domingo—or the Dominican Republic—was also invited, but declined the 
invitation.°* Authorised by Congress, financed by the USA and presided 
over by the intrepid US Secretary of State Blaine, the First Inter-American 
Conference would encourage the republics of the Americas to discuss and 
plan how they could help each other prosper within various global markets. 


travelled to the various republics and discussed the possibility of reciprocal trade 
agreements, met with merchants about promoting US trade and conferred about the 
USA convening a conference of the American republics. This conference would be 
the one that Blaine would convene, and Curtis would attend in 1889. For more on this 
commission, see William Eleroy Curtis, “A Brief History of the Reciprocity Policy,” 
Annals of the Academy of Political and Social Science 29 (1907): 16-21. 

53 For more on his views, see Joseph B. Lockie, “James Gillespie Blaine (Second 
Term),” in Samuel Flagg Bemis, ed., The American Secretaries of State and Their Diplomacy 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1928), Alice Felt Tyler, The Foreign Policy of James G. Blaine 
(Hamden, CT: Archon Books, [c.1927] 1965), Allan Peskin, “Blaine, Garfield and 
Latin America: A New Look,” Americas 36, no.1 (1979): 79-89, David M. Pletcher, 
The Diplomacy of Trade and Investment: American Economic Expansion in the Hemisphere, 
1865-1900 (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1998) and David Healy, James 
G. Blaine and Latin America (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2001). 

54 Minutes of the International American Conference. 51st Congress. 1st Session. Senate. 
Executive Document Number 231. Washington, 1890, 2—3. The Dominican Republic, 
it should be noted, lies near the Mona Passage shipping lane. With the Dominican 
Republic (temporarily) out of the picture, that only left Haiti as the main territory that 
the USA could influence or manipulate in order to enact its transportation plans for 
controlling commerce within the Americas. 
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As reciprocal as such discussions seemed, US politicians were not 
above punishing those who tried to finagle deals for their own benefit. 
For example, when Haiti refused to change its tariffs on US goods just 
after the conference started, US President Harrison imposed retaliatory 
duties on Haitian goods that included coffee, the most important Haitian 
export.” US government officials made it clear that in order for these tariffs 
to be lifted Haiti would have to fall in line with the USA's plans for the 
Americas. Haiti could participate—on US terms—or be pushed out of the 
family. 

Still, the fact that the USA sought as a general rule to dictate the terms 
of capitalist development within these spaces is less of a point of interest 
for me than the particular emphasis these policies placed on simultaneously 
recognising Haiti’s sovereignty and attempting to undermine it. Residing 
on or near the Windward Passage and the Mona Passage, two shipping 
lanes to the east and west of Hispaniola, meant that Haiti remained a 
significant site for expansion-minded people and capitalists within the US 
administration who wanted to make moves within the region that did not 
require them to interact with France, England or Spain. While Jamaica, 
Cuba and the Bahamas are closer to the USA than Haiti, the fact that other 
empires swirled around them made them less attractive to US interests—a 
fact clearly understood by Secretary Blaine.** Independent Haiti offered a 
different option. 

Blaine was not alone in his efforts, of course. Naval historian Benjamin 
Franklin Cooling argues: 


While Blaine dreamed of trade and Pan-American union, [President 
Benjamin] Harrison worked closely with the Senate Foreign Affairs 
Committee to strengthen the Maritime Canal Company of Nicaragua [...] 
and [Naval Secretary Benjamin] Tracy sought a practical way to secure a 
base to service Atlantic naval units which policed trade lanes in the area 
as well as the eastern approaches to the potential canal.5” 


Cooling goes on to suggest that Harrison’s and Tracy’s efforts centred 
on the USA's control of and influence on one specific place—Haiti. For 


55 In addition to the sources in this chapter, see David Pletcher, “Reciprocity and 
Latin America in the Early 1890s: A Foretaste of Dollar Diplomacy,” Pacific Historical 
Review 47, no. 1 (1978): 53-89. 

56 Samuel Guy Inman, Inter-American Conferences 1826-1954: History and Problems, ed. 
Harold Eugene Davis (Gettysburg, PA: Times & News Publishing Co. [The University 
Press of Washington, DC and the Community College Press], 1965), 34. 

57 Benjamin Franklin Cooling, Benjamin Franklin Tracy: Father of the Modern American 
Fighting Navy (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1973), 111. 
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these and other reasons, the First Inter-American Conference would be an 
essential platform from which the USA could implement its plans for Haiti 
and the rest of the Americas.°* 

Blaine, designated as the First Inter-American Conference’s Chairman, 
opened the proceedings with the following: 


Gentlemen of the International American conference [...] Your presence 
here is not an ordinary event. It signifies much to the people of all America 
today. It may signify far more in the days to come [...] the delegates whom I 
am addressing can do much to establish permanent relations of confidence, 
respect and friendship between the nations which they represent. They 
can show to the world an honorable, peaceable conference of seventeen 
independent American Powers in which all shall meet together on terms 
of absolute equality? 


Sounding a refrain of respect, friendship and sovereign recognition, 
Blaine stresses that the Inter-American Conference brought together equal 
nation-states, ready and eager to develop closer relations throughout the 
Americas. Although Blaine professes that a sentiment he calls “American 
sympathy” permeates the proceedings, he quickly moves away from affect 
and begins talking about space. He devotes considerable attention to 
the spatial proximity between the republics within the Americas. Blaine 
suggests that the geographical nearness of the American republics to 
each other—and ostensibly to the USA—offered the countries a chance 
to become a powerful family of nation-states. Blaine constructs a new 
formation of “America,” in which, as Dillon notes, “ideas about selling and 
owning could literally and figuratively be mapped onto ways of seeing and 
knowing.”©° From the map of individual states, he foresaw the emergence 
of a new America. According to Blaine, sharing the same geographical 
region allowed the nations to develop a shared feeling that could serve as 
the inspiration for mutual development. 

The conference delegates exchanged these and similar discussions over 
a series of 70 sessions from 2 October 1889 to 27 April 1890. Described by 
missionary and reformer Samuel Guy Inman as a conference to “promote 
the prosperity of the American States,” the formation of a customs union, 
regular port communications and a “uniform system of customs regulations,” 
the conference built upon earlier endeavours to draw the nations within the 


58 Cooling, Benjamin Franklin Tracy, 111. 

59 Senate Executive Document, No. 232, Part 1, p. 38, as quoted in Samuel Guy Inman, 
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Americas into some formal group.*1 Coming to fruition a mere six years 
after Blaine first proposed a Pan-American Congress in Panama, the First 
Inter-American Conference in Washington, DC marked a new era in US 
foreign affairs. To political historian Allan Peskin, this development “was 
nothing less than a fundamental reorientation of American foreign policy,” 
in which the USA assumed the “moral and political stewardship of the 
entire Western hemisphere’—even if they were not actually asked to do 
so.°? This paternalism borrowed the rhetoric of recognition and sovereignty 
in order to marshal acceptance of its controlling practices. While familial 
links were espoused, any nation-state that refused—such as Haiti for a 
time—risked being penalised or economically isolated, not only by the 
USA but by the other participants, as well. This language of equality 
offered reciprocity, but was operationalised as control, signalling to Haiti, 
and any other American republic, the risk of reprisal if they did not respond 
in the manner expected of them by US officials. 

Economic endeavours such as the First Inter-American Conference were 
pivotal to the future expansion of US trade into new markets, and many US 
officials—like Blaine—believed that the country could expand its power by 
dominating global trade. Although Blaine’s opening address occludes this 
desire, other documents published at the time by US representatives of the 
conference take up this theme. 

In an essay entitled “Friends in South America” that appeared in an 1889 
issue of the North American Review, William Eleroy Curtis tries to convince 
his readers that South America would benefit from closer ties to the USA. 
Written just before the First Inter-American Conference meeting, this essay 
stresses that while no one expects the conference attendees to “fall upon one 
another’s necks with embracios and vows of eternal peace and affection,” the 
USA must nevertheless try to draw Latin American and Caribbean markets 
away from Europe. This, Curtis emphasises, is the real import of the First 
Inter-American Conference.&? 

The link between Curtis and Blaine is intriguing. As noted earlier in 
the chapter, Blaine appointed Curtis to an earlier commission charged 
with gauging the interest of Latin American republics in attending such 
an event. And at the First Inter-American Conference itself, Blaine took 
the opportunity, as the host, to nominate Curtis as its Secretary. Delegates 
who—despite Curtis’s friendly overtures—detected in Curtis's earlier essay 
a dangerous and threatening tone immediately challenged this nomination. 


61 Inman, Inter-American Conferences 1826-1954: History and Problems, 40. 
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Blaine sidestepped the controversy by setting up Curtis as the Executive 
Director of the conference—a position that would turn into the Executive 
Directorship of the Bureau of the American Republics, once formed.®+ 

Although reports from Latin American delegates suggest that they did not 
understand the significance of Curtis’s designated title, Curtis understood 
exactly what authority he could wield as the Executive Director over the 
sovereign nation-states. In 1890, writing under his new directorship title, 
Curtis published a document for delegates that found its way to the US 
Senate Committee on Foreign Affairs. Entitled Trade and Transportation 
between the United States and Latin America, this more than 300-page treatise 
describes the specific circumstances and directives for trade between the 
USA and other states within the Americas. It also clarifies why this trade 
matters: 


People who have not studied the subject have very little conception of 
the magnitude and value of the foreign commerce of Central and South 
America. The fifty millions of people south of the Rio Grande and the 
Gulf of Mexico are engaged in a trade which amounts to $1,000,000,000 
annually, nearly evenly divided between exports and imports [...] The 
total value of the foreign commerce of these countries increased from 
$709,000,000 in 1870 to $1,014,000,000 in 1884, a gain of $304,732,000, 
or 43 per cent. 


Money, it seems, was destined to make new friends out of former strangers. 
‘The potential to acquire some of the one-billion dollars in Latin American 
trade motivated US officials to finance the aims of this grand inter-American 
project. 

After specifying the amount of trade money being generated by the 
nation-states participating in the Conference, Curtis goes on to note that a 
number of European countries were controlling the terms of trade for these 
nations. These terms, Curtis implied, were orchestrated and conceived to 
the detriment of the USA’s plans for global market ascension. In a section 
entitled “Our Share of the Latin American Trade,” Curtis stresses that “the 
share of the United States in the commerce of Latin America during the year 
1888 was $244,219,000; of which our imports were valued at $175,229,000, 
and our exports $68,990,000.” “In other words,” he argues, “we bought 35 
per cent. of what our neighbors had to sell, and sold them less than 15 per 
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cent. of what they purchased.”® This imbalance, the report urges, must be 
addressed, specifically through the creation of a new trade infrastructure and 
transhemispheric transportation networks. 

Trade and Transportation between the United States and Latin America 
devotes chapter-specific analyses to 16 of the 17 nations participating in 
the First Inter-American Conference. The one participant without its own 
chapter is Haiti, and the omission is telling. Rather than give Haiti its own 
analysis, Curtis slips Haiti into other discussions, repeatedly focusing on its 
status as a shipping and transportation depot for the movement and flow of 
global capital. Moreover, he outlines the mechanisms by which such capital 
could be channelled through Haiti’s system of credit. In Haiti, he states, 
“credit is essential to trade,” but the “system of credit is so deeply rooted 
in this community that merchants sell to retailers principally on credit, 
and these in turn sell to most of their customers on similar terms.” Curtis 
stresses that this unlimited system of exchange could enable US investors 
to advance their capitalist aims exponentially. The best part? “This credit 
system,” he argues, “is restricted by neither law nor regulations.”°” Included 
in the First Inter-American Conference purportedly as an equal amongst 
sovereign nations, Haiti emerges within this side marginalia as less a fellow 
trade partner and more as a zone for the extension of commerce whose 
profitability required oversight by the USA. Essentially, Curtis recognises 
Haiti’s sovereignty in exchange for the control of capital through and 
within Haitian territory. By emphasising the nation’s viability as a site for 
trade, while at the same time making clear that any profits depended on 
US control, Curtis links Haiti’s sovereignty with its outlaw status—and its 
blackness—due to what he perceives as Haiti’s lack of laws and dysfunctional 
credit regulatory system. It is suspiciously Haiti’s lax regulations that make 
it both a valuable sovereign space to move transnational capital and a fragile 
zone of capital in need of greater control by another sovereign entity. 

Curtis’s investment in and extension of credit within Haiti is driven, in 
part, by his categorisation of Haiti’s financial institutions as precarious entities 
in need of US intervention in order to avoid destabilising the entire region. 
Historian Brenda Gayle Plummer puts a finer point on these foreign moves 
in her assessment that the rise of commission and credit houses in Haiti 
led to an increase in the power of foreigners—especially Germans—who, 
she notes, “vigorously promoted commercial expansion in the Americas.” 
French Antilleans, Corsicans, Italians and Syrio-Lebanese immigrants 
and merchants would join these intrepid capital-seekers. Some of these 
newcomers to Haiti may only have stayed on Haiti’s shores for a limited time, 
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but they would constitute a commercial force, especially after Haiti’s internal 
traders and brokers declined in influence and power.®* This circular system 
of economic exploitation, consumption and corruption included Haitian 
officials, foreign leaders, merchants and traders with complicated national ties 
throughout the Atlantic world. Plummer notes that this particular trading 
community included not just people directly from the metropole or fixed 
national locations within the circum-Atlantic, but also those from territories 
within and between these zones—including individuals from or born in the 
Turks and Caicos Islands, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Jamaica, St. Thomas 
and Curacao. These individuals may have been born on colonial lands or 
territories ruled through complex sovereign structures, but they were often 
tied in complex ways to transatlantic ports and communities. 

‘The capital fantasies generated by these traders—and stoked by Curtis— 
not only determined Haiti’s status within the First Inter-American 
Conference, but also its position within the “white city” of the Fair—even 
before the “white city” was fully formed. Report 1454 to the 52nd US 
Congress (rst Session) details the amounts of money that various countries 
and states within the Americas planned to spend displaying their Fair exhibit 
materials. Conspicuously, nearly every nation that had delegates at the 
First Inter-American Conference appeared on the list, including Argentina, 
Brazil, Mexico and Haiti.”? Of the larger group, only Guatemala, Colombia, 
Venezuela, Brazil and Haiti would have freestanding pavilions set up to 


68 See Plummer, “The Metropolitan Connection,” 125. Plummer notes that the Syrio- 
Lebanese community peaked in Haiti around 1904 when close to 6,000 were in the 
country. 
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that would witness at least ten provisional and official presidents assume power in 
the period between Haitian President Hyppolite’s term of office (1889-96) and the 
USA's military takeover of the nation in 1915. For more on this time, see Brenda Gayle 
Plummer, Haiti and the United States: The Psychological Moment (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1992), Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “Haiti’s Nightmare and the Lessons of 
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(Boston: Southend Press, 1995), Renda, Taking Haiti, Crichlow, Globalization and the 
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Colonized the Caribbean (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2017). 
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showcase their national products and goods. And while it was neither the 
largest nor the most opulent of these pavilions, Haiti’s would be the only 
one located in the most sought after location of the “white city.” 


Come to the Fair 


Examining Curtiss texts alongside official government documents 
illuminates the extent of the planning that linked the First Inter-American 
Conference to the goals of the Fair. Indeed, Curtis’s essay in the North 
American Review hints at the trade connections he hoped to foster between 
both events: 


Tourists [from America] are beginning to visit Central and South 
America, where they have never gone before, and each returning traveler 
brings back intelligence that tempts others to follow in his footsteps. The 
coming conference will greatly increase this new-born interest [...] and 
the proposed exposition [or the Fair] to commemorate the discovery of 
Columbus will be a great international educator.” 


The nations from the First Inter-American Conference—including 
Haiti—made a strong showing at the Fair and included some of the 
grandest and most talked about pavilions. The Official Directory of the World’s 
Columbian Exposition (1893) describes Guatemala’s pavilion as a grand 
12,500-square-foot structure that included a centre court that “resembles the 
old patios in a Spanish house.””* The Guatemala pavilion was joined nearby 
by other First Inter-American Conference nation-states. American studies 
critic David F. Burg states that while these foreign buildings “could hardly 
have been expected to arouse people’s interest quite to the extent that the 
Court of Honor [the eye-catching fountain, waterways and buildings) did [...] 
they were [still] integral to the grounds, purposes, and nature of the White 
City as a whole.””3 

Grouped near each other on pathways, the First Inter-American 
Conference nations consolidated the collective trade power of Latin America 
and the Caribbean. What emerges from this collective, then, is a form of 
supraAmerican state—forged by the USA—that would break away from 
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the controlling power of Europe and situate the Americas as the centre 
of the world—or at least the world controlled by the USA in which the 
suppression of sovereignty—especially black sovereignty—hides behind 
grand demonstrations of recognition. What may have been abstractly 
conceived in the chambers of the First Inter-American Conference sessions, 
and reaffirmed when the delegates embarked on a multi-week train excursion 
from Washington, DC to Chicago and back, took on real and tangible 
representation in the distinct buildings that brought each nation to life at 
the Fair. 

William Eleroy Curtis worked to shape these representations in his capacity 
as the Director of the Latin American Department for the Fair. Curtis, 
in this position, sent letters to the foreign pavilion commissioners of the 
Latin American republics—such as the co-commissioner of Haiti’s pavilion, 
Frederick Douglass. In a letter of 1892 from Curtis found in the Frederick 
Douglass Papers in the Library of Congress, Curtis informs Douglass that 
he has learned “through an official despatch to the [US] Department of 
State” that Douglass was appointed as a commissioner for Haiti.“ Curtis's 
letter arrived just seven days after John Hurst, the Haitian chargé d'affaires 
ad interim to the USA (a temporary diplomatic position similar to an envoy), 
wrote to Douglass to inform him that the President of Haiti had appointed 
him as a commissioner to represent Haiti at the Fair. The timing between 
these two letters suggests that Curtis used his connections within the US 
State Department in order to gather information that he could use to his 
advantage as the Director of the Latin American Department at the Fair.” 

Curtis, in this same letter to Douglass, also states that he knows that 
Douglass had yet to accept the appointment as one of Haiti’s commis- 
sioners at the Fair. In order to influence Douglass’s decision—and bolster 
the view that the Fair and the First Inter-American Conference supported 
Haiti’s sovereignty—Curtis invites Douglass to meet him at his Bureau of 
the American Republics offices. Through these efforts, he advanced the 
global capital aims of the Fair and the USA-led and -financed Bureau of 
the American Republics. 

While this influence can be traced in the 1892 letter to a period before 
Frederick Douglass agreed to take on the position of commissioner, Curtis 


74 Letter from William E. Curtis to Frederick Douglass, 8 March 1892, The Frederick 
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75 Curtis engaged in this kind of behaviour again and again. Later, after Douglass 
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Fair officials in his Washington Bureau offices. 
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exercises even more authority as time moves on. In a series of generic 
letters almost certainly sent to all the foreign commissioners of the Latin 
American and Caribbean republics, Curtis instructs the individuals— 
identified as “sirs” in the letter—to “send all packages intended for his 
Department” to him so that he could keep track of every item.’” 

Curtis was interested in more than just exhibition content. In another 
letter in the Frederick Douglass Papers in the Library of Congress, dated 
25 April 1892, Douglass informs the former Haitian Minister of Public 
Works, Dalbémar Jean-Joseph—one of the members of Haiti’s internal 
committee for the Fair—that he and Charles A. Preston had “called at the 
Bureau of [the] American Republics for the purpose of making application 
for suitable space for the exhibits to be presented from Haiti at the 
exhibition.” Douglass goes on to note that Curtis informed them “that the 
space allotted to the Argentine Republic had been vacated and he advised 
us to make immediate application for the same, which application we there 
and then made.””8 This application, though, did not finalise the location of 
Haiti’s pavilion. 

Additional letters on 2 and 3 May between Curtis and Douglass suggest 
that they, in conjunction with Preston, were to meet in Chicago to (the 
3 May letter states) “receive any assistance” from Curtis that would help 
the commissioners obtain “suitable space for the exhibit at the Columbian 
Exposition, which shall be sent there by the Republic of Haiti.””? As the 
letter implies, Curtis would use his influence with the Fair organisers to 
establish Haiti’s pavilion in a suitable location. Although additional material 
may exist that explains more, the evidence reviewed for this book suggests 
that Curtis worked tirelessly to position Haiti within a prime location within 
the “white city.” 

It is possible to read Curtis’s efforts as a distorted form of sovereign 
recognition and racial equality that exchanged seeing and reciprocity for 
preferential treatment within credit systems. By bringing Haiti into the 
Fair, Curtis and others expected something in return—most notably, access. 
In extending his influence as Director at the Fair, Curtis was able to bleed 
the goals of the two organisations into one and use his power to assist in 
bringing Haiti into the “sisterhood of nation-states.” Curtis, then, brought 
Haiti to the Fair exactly as Haiti was imagined at the First Inter-American 


77 Letter from William E. Curtis to “Sir,” 5 April 1892, The Frederick Douglass Papers, 
Library of Congress. 

78 Letter from Frederick Douglass to D! Jean-Joseph, 25 April 1892, The Frederick 
Douglass Papers, Library of Congress. 

79 Letter from Frederick Douglass to William E. Curtis, 3 May 1892, The Frederick 
Douglass Papers, Library of Congress. 
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Conference: as a site central to the USA’s commercial goals and desires in 
the Americas. Through Curtis, the “white city” was turned into a physical 
reflection of the financial links and capital networks at the heart of the First 
Inter-American Conference and the Bureau of the American Republics.®° 
This group did not take the place of the state, but, instead, was orchestrated 
by the USA for its state-centric economic benefit—with the sovereignty 
of other nation-states, and especially Haiti’s, being swept to the side. In 
Haiti’s case, this would have far-reaching implications for its financial and 
political future autonomy. 


Conclusion 


Blaine and Curtis understood something fundamental about the USA's quest 
to control the Americas. They knew that real manipulation of these nation- 
states began on the seas. Controlling the seas began with controlling the 
shipping lanes and the territories that surround them. Given its proximity 
to two critical lanes—the Mona Passage and the Windward Passage— 
Haiti remained a potential territory for a US naval base, a coaling station 
or even annexation. As I have noted above, Curtis understood how to turn 
this desire into capital action, manipulating those within the First Inter- 
American Conference and orchestrating behind the scenes at the Fair as 
the Director of the Latin American Department. Fusing these roles allowed 
him to push forward the interests of the republics within the Americas. 
Further engagement by Preston and Douglass influenced the strategic siting 
of Haiti in the “white city.” This literal mapping reinforced the figurative 
mapping of Haiti in the USA's plans for expansion. 

This chapter has focused on the movements, networks and socio-spatial 
relations that determined the planning and location of Haiti’s pavilion at 
the Fair. Above, I set out a series of encounters and entanglements that 
brought the capital logics of the Fair in dialogue with the capital logics 
of expansion—especially within territories still influenced by plantation 
economies. By drawing these narratives together, it is possible to see how 
the “complex fictions” of the First Inter-American Conference were put into 
practice at the Fair. 

Yet, even as the foreign pavilions in the “white city’—in their differen- 
tiation from the “racialogy” on display in the Midway—made visible the 
trade routes and commercial networks forged by the Bureau of the American 


80 I am indebted to Andy Merrifield for prompting this consideration. For more on 
his work on Lefebvre, see Merrifield’s “Henri Lefebvre: A Socialist in Space.” in Mike 
Change and Nigel Thrift, eds., Thinking Space (London: Routledge, 2000), 167-82 and 
his Henri Lefebvre: A Critical Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2006). 
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Republics, Haiti remained on the outside of this new world order. As such, 
its position within this matrix was as vexed as its position within the “white 
city” of the Fair. Acting as Haiti’s saviour, its “sister” nation—in a distorted 
set of gendered links—and its friend, the USA masked its actual political 
and economic work as Haiti’s gatekeeper, its police force and its judge. 
It would be through the competing aims of recognition and capital—as 
mapped at the Fair—that US merchants and industries would situate Haiti 
in the midst of their commercial desires. Haiti remained important to US 
creditors and traders who saw opportunities for capital accumulation in 
the region, along with the potential to control transcontinental shipping 
lanes connecting Latin America and the Caribbean to global markets. But 
Haiti itself remained an intractable problem that the logics of the Fair, the 
First-Inter American Conference and the Bureau of the American Republics 
sought to control through a tangled matrix of recognition and economic 
control. 

This co-joined approach on the part of the USA would have far-ranging 
implications as internal political power within Haiti swung amongst factions 
and foreign merchants and governmental representatives jockeyed for 
influence and control. Others, though, continued to engage in long-standing 
framings of Haitian politics, its existence, sovereignty and its blackness. 
One example of this is British Minister Resident to Haiti, Sir Spenser St. 
John’s book, Hayti, or the Black Republic (1889). Published just as the First 
Inter-American Conference convened, St. John’s text synthesises the racist 
ideas prevalent throughout the Atlantic regarding the capacity of “the black 
man” to steer the islands of the West Indies politically. In amassing his 
evidence of the ability of people of African descent to lead, he recounts 
supposed cannibalistic vodou rites that included the eating of children. 
These purportedly accurate cultural descriptions of Haitian behaviour are 
matched, point-by-point, by his assessment of the political aptitude of 
black people: “I know what the black man is, and I have no hesitation in 
declaring that he is incapable of the art of government, and that to entrust 
him with framing and working for the laws of our islands is to condemn 
them to inevitable ruin.” He extends this criticism and assessment of the 
impossibilities of black political thought with this lamentation: 


What the negro may become after centuries of civilized education I 
cannot tell, but what I do know is that he is unfit to govern now. There are 
brilliant exceptions doubtless, as the black Chief-Justice of Barbadoes, but 
we must judge them as a race, and as a race they are incapable.*? 


81 Sir Spenser St. John, Hayti, or the Black Republic (London: Frank Cass, 1971 
[London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1889]), xi. 
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Although St. John’s assessment implies that he has the ability to diagnose 
which nations and citizens have political capabilities, he also writes at length 
about the inscrutability of Haiti and Haitians. For all his talk about knowing 
“what the black man is,” St. John manages to reinforce Dash’s assertions 
about Haiti’s supposed “impenetrable mystery, its irredeemable strangeness, 
its unpredictable ‘Otherness.”*? Rather than amplify this Otherness, the 
logics at the Fair erased them—allowing Haiti temporarily to pass into the 
“sisterhood of nation-states.” By nullifying the nation’s blackness, Haiti 
could become a member of the “white city’—while its sovereignty was 
surreptitiously attacked. 

St. John suggests the enormity of this racial project of reclassification. 
He quotes a French officer who described the changes in Haiti since he 
last visited: it was “dirtier than before.”®? To the officer and to St. John, 
the mere presence of people of African descent within the landscape spread 
dis-ease, allowing pestilence possibly to leach from “dirty” bodies onto 
the land. St. John’s presentation of this and other scenes of blackening 
are examples of the ecological darkness that literary and Caribbean critic 
Sibylle Fischer describes as characteristic of racist colonial imaginaries 
through which: 


Haiti is returned to the reader [or viewer] as the bare-boned, incompre- 
hensible place of unspeakable cruelty and bodily suffering, of [...] “voodoo 
doctors” and corpses drifting in muddy swimming pools, as a liminal 
space on the edge of Western civilization, without the social and political 
practices and taboos that constitute life in Western society.*+ 


Rereading the French officer’s observations about Haiti through Fischer's 
lens allows us to see the officer’s concerns about filth as a critique of 
Haitians’ control of and sovereignty over Haiti. Haiti, this view implies, 
is in decline because Haitians are incapable of making or keeping their 
environment clean—just as they are incapable of governing the nation or 
developing its economy. This purported lack is a convenient aggregate of 
all ills, problems, normal cycles of life or disruptions. No matter what, 
someone else would have to intervene in Haiti, if only to keep Haitians 
from destroying themselves. Within this carefully problematic reasoning, 
paternalism emerges as the only answer. Even those entities that recognised 
Haiti’s sovereignty did so without altering the parameters of nullification 


82 Dash, Haiti and the United States: National Stereotypes and the Literary Imagination, 3. 

83 St. John, Hayti, or the Black Republic, 4. 
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and control that made non-recognition so compelling. Tethered between 
these poles, Haiti’s sovereignty would remain constrained. 

Although it may be tempting to read Haiti’s arrival at the Fair as an 
instance of “postraciality,” I read it more as a type of masquerading “antira- 
cialism” that David Theo Goldberg identifies as a way of “forgetting, getting 
over, moving on, wiping away the terms of racial reference” that have the 
desired effect of making the past—especially the racist practices of the 
past—also seemingly disappear from history.®° 

In The Haytian Question, Price suggests that by the end of the nineteenth 
century Haiti was involved in a set of engagements that emerged from 
older forms of power hierarchies between unequal territories and empires. 
Other nations and territories of similar size and prominence, he argues, 
often find themselves “by mere accident of [their ...] latitude and longitude 
upon the disputed ground of international competitions and rivalries.” With 
their newfound global importance, these spaces “acquire a sudden celebrity 
disproportionate” to their place in history.8° Although he acknowledges that 
US politicians, anti-slavery advocates, abolitionists and Haitian writers and 
leaders have argued about the existence and symbolism of Haiti since its 
founding, he believes that the discourse in the late nineteenth century was 
different now that Haiti had become a starring actor in the USA’s plans for 
market expansion.” 

What Price senses and I have discussed within this chapter is the way 
that this expansion would borrow the language of recognition and black 
nullification in order to see Haiti not as a black sovereign entity but as 
one temporarily brought into the “sisterhood” in order to infiltrate its 
systems and control its infrastructure. This might sound alarmist, but the 
transitions and shifts begun in the lead up to the Fair would be actualised 
some 20 years later when the USA engineered a takeover of Haitian banks 
and the US military invaded the country under the guise of stabilisation. 
The military occupation would last 19 years and see cycles of brutality and 
violence (not to mention enforced labour and ecological destruction in the 
name of progress) that many critics identify as enabling the dictatorships of 
Papa Doc Duvalier and his son Baby Doc Duvalier to emerge.* In the latter 
part of the twentieth century, the rise of Father Aristide would bring another 
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round of US and foreign interventions and assistance—in the form of UN 
peacekeeper troops—once again setting Haiti up as an intractable problem 
that could only be solved by further restricting its sovereignty. Other critics 
and scholars have documented the history of Haiti in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries—although there is still room for a focus on black 
sovereignty in future examinations. Rather than retread this history, the 
remaining portion of the book will offer an extended conclusion that revisits 
the ideas within the previous chapters, in addition to asking what the cycles 
and reverberations of black sovereignty mean for our present moment. 

The next chapter explores these issues in greater detail, pondering just 
what it might mean to keep open the unfinished project of black sovereignty 
while its very existence remains under threat and potential eradication. 
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Contemporary Performances of Black Sovereignty 


Introduction 


Haiti’s initial invitation to the Worlds Columbian Exposition of 1893 
coincided with another moment of expansion and control: diplomatic 
negotiations between the USA and Haiti for control of a particular harbour 
in the north-western corner of the republic—the Méle-Saint-Nicolas. 
Although acknowledged by all parties that the harbour remained under 
the clear sovereign control of Haiti, the area nevertheless continued to 
play a starring role in the USA's plans for control of the shipping lanes 
leading to the proposed isthmus canal on the mainland. Haitian diplomat 
Hannibal Price highlights this harbour in The Haytian Question, noting 
that it pointed “like a cannon upon what must necessarily be the European 
line [or American coal-fuelling stopover point] to the inter-oceanic canal, 
whether this be completed at Panama, or eventually, at Nicaragua.” So 
central was this harbour to US expansion efforts that abolitionist, activist 
and writer Frederick Douglass, in his role as US Minister Resident to Haiti, 
potentially tried to influence the intense diplomatic negotiations with Haiti’s 
Foreign Minister Anténor Firmin over the USA acquiring (or even leasing) 
this harbour. Rather than put undue pressure on Firmin through the use 
of force or coercion—such as that displayed by other US officials during 
the negotiations—Douglass extended an invitation to Haitian President 
Hyppolite to the Chicago World’s Fair from US President Harrison. As 
a fleet of US gunships patrolled the Haitian bay on supposed “routine” 
manoeuvres, Haitian leaders’ stance in the negotiations did not change. 


a 


Firmin responded to the USA’s “request” to acquire Haitian territory with 
1 Verax [Hannibal Price], The Haytian Question, 7. 
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a firm “no.”? The Fair invitation prompted a different response: Haitian 
officials enthusiastically agreed to participate. 

US newspapers, at the time, described Douglass as more Haitian than 
American after negotiations for the harbour broke off; although they used 
this description as a way of linking the failure successfully to negotiate the 
acquisition of the harbour to Douglass’s racial connections with (black) 
Haiti. In these claims, Douglass did not fight for US interests, but for those 
of his racial kin. Supportive of Haiti and emboldened by what its presence 
meant for the futures of people of African descent in the Atlantic world, 
Douglass was equally supportive of the USA's right to acquire territory and 
“foothold[s]” in the Caribbean—bringing the USA in line with “every other 
great nation in the world.” 

Completely comfortable with the blackness of Haiti’s sovereignty, Douglass 
was less able to frame Haiti’s sovereignty outside of his paternalistic US lens. 
While this paternalism might be benevolent and based on mutual beneficial 
considerations and terms, the rhetoric used to configure it echoes the 
rhetoric of black sovereignty that considers that very sovereignty both as an 
intractable problem that needs solving by a stronger and more powerful force 
and a commodity that can be exchanged for something else—in Douglass’s 
case, US access to the region and greater territorial control.* 


2 US military representatives and a host of commercial shippers sought to turn Méle 
into a possible US coaling station and naval base—similar to what would be set up in 
the coming years at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. For more on this habour, see Frederick 
Douglass, “Haiti and the United States: Inside History of the Negotiations for the Mole 
St. Nicolas,” North American Review 153, no. 418 (1891): 337-46, Frederick Douglass, “Haiti 
and the United States: Inside History of the Negotiations for the Mole St. Nicolas II,” 
North American Review 153, no. 419 (1891): 450-60, Ludwell Lee Montague. Haiti and 
the United States (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1940), Logan, The Diplomatic 
Relations of the United States with Haiti, 1776-1891, Myra Himelhoch, “Frederick Douglass 
and Haiti’s Môle St. Nicolas,” Journal of Negro History 56, no. 3 (1971): 161-80, Robert Debs 
Heinl, Jr. and Nancy Gordon Heinl, Written in Blood: The History of the Haitian People, 
1492-1971 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1978) and William S. McFeely, Frederick 
Douglass (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1991) and the biography that came out 
during the final preparations for this book, David W. Blight, Frederick Douglass: Prophet 
of Freedom (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2018). 

3 Douglass, “Haiti and the United States. Inside History of the Negotiations for the 
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In a series of talks that Douglass gave in Chicago on 2 January 1893, only 
one of these—actually at Haiti’s pavilion—dealt with the “arrival” of Haiti 
at the Fair, the generosity of Haitian President Hyppolite and the beauty 
of the finished pavilion. In another 2 January talk, at Quinn Chapel, one of 
the oldest African Methodist Episcopal churches in Chicago, in a speech 
before thousands, Douglass moves on from the Fair to discuss history, 
politics and black futures. Here he omits any mention of the liberality of 
the Fair’s organisers or Haiti’s entry into the “sisterhood of nations.” Instead, 
he chronicles the power of black people, as seen through the remarkable 
creation of Haiti. Many readers and critics will undoubtedly have read or 
heard snippets of this speech, including the rousing refrain in which he 
decodes the disavowal exhibited by the USA toward Haiti: “Haiti is black, 
and we have never forgiven Haiti for being black.” 

This is a vastly different speech from his address at the Haiti pavilion 
where he critiques black radicalism and revolutionary fervour. While arguing 
that cunning, shark-like foreigners (and greedy and ambitious Haitians) 
often stoke instances of political unrest in Haiti, he maintains that Haitians’ 
actions have been the primary cause of the nation’s abject state: “This revolu- 
tionary spirit of Haiti is her curse, her crime, her greatest calamity and the 
explanation of the limited condition of her civilization.”® If Haiti wants 
truly to be included in the “sisterhood of nations” it will need to change 
its behaviour. Based on the new impulses and capitalist desires outlined in 
Chapter 4, this recommendation appears as a warning: in order to stay in 
the “white city,” be less revolutionary and radical. 

In a rousing refrain, Douglass labels Haiti’s revolutionary spirit as evil 
and sounds a dire warning about the potential future of Haiti if this spirit 
is allowed to grow and expand. The following long passage expresses the 
complexities of his views: 


While this [the revolutionary spirit] shall prevail, ignorance and superstition 
will flourish and no good thing can grow and prosper within her orders [...] 
While this shall prevail, her rich and fruitful soil will bring forth briers, 
thorns and noxious weeds. While this evil spirit shall prevail, her great 
natural wealth will be wasted and her splendid opportunities blasted.’ 


5 Frederick Douglass, “Lecture on Haiti,” African American Perspectives: Pamphlets 
from the Danial A. P. Murray Collection, 1818-1907. American Memory. Library of 
Congress. https://www.loc.gov/item/mfd.25020/. 
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Chicago, Illinois, on 2 January 1893,” in Blassingame and McKivigan, The Frederick 
Douglass Papers. volume 5, series 1, 518. 
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Focused on wealth and capital accumulation, Douglass sounds like the 
negative echo of Haitian President Jean-Pierre Boyer. Rather than searching 
for a citizenship scheme in order to entice people of African descent from the 
USA to Haiti, Douglass imagines a future full of economic (and political) 
loss for Haiti if it did not manage its disorder and take a more active role in 
governing and restricting its dissenting bodies. Douglass continues: 


While this spirit of turbulence shall prevail, confidence in her public men 
will be weakened, and her well-won independence will be threatened 
[...] While this evil spirit shall prevail, faith in the value and stability 
of her institutions, essential to the happiness and well-being of her 
people, will vanish. While it shall prevail, the arm of her industry will 
be paralyzed, the spirit of enterprise will languish, national opportunities 
will be neglected, the means of education will be limited, the ardor of 
patriotism will be quenched ® 


It wasn’t just Haitians and their institutions that would be impacted. 
Douglass argues that the nation’s “national glory will be tarnished, and 
her hopes and the hopes of her friends will be blighted.”? What Douglass 
describes is not just an evil spirit, but a wave of problems all brought about 
because of the revolutionary energies and perceived internal challenges to 
Haiti’s prosperity. Douglass feared that if those “energies” went unchecked, 
the nation faced the brink of destruction. Living with and through those 
conditions would transform the entire nation, he laments, where “commerce 
is interrupted, progress halts, streams go unbridged, highways go unrepaired, 
streets go unpaved, cities go unlighted, filth accumulates in her market places, 
evil smells affront the air, and disease and pestilence are invited to their 
work of sorrow, pain and death.” What would stop this cycle of discontent 
and unrest in Haiti? A strong central government that dissuaded—by 
punishment, if necessary—rebellion and dissent. In essence, what created 
Haiti—its fiery revolution—could not be allowed to happen, again. 

Although Douglass steadfastly remained a supporter of Haiti’s black 
sovereignty, he would carve out a space for doubt about the abilities of 
its leaders adequately to function and generate wealth for the nation. The 
questions about political capabilities that he stokes through his story-telling 
are not so far off from earlier articulations within previous chapters that 
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questioned the ability of people of African descent to govern and rule. While 
Douglass does not doubt his political abilities, he does cast doubt on the 
political world as it was evolving in Haiti. Clearly, Haiti remained a problem 
in need of some sort of sovereign solution or support—by others. 
Douglass’s paternalistic posturing sets up the ultimate solution to Haiti’s 
sovereign problem—and one that would sort out its blackness, as well: 
take-over by someone else, probably a majority white someone else, for 
the betterment of everyone. Douglass’s prophetic imaginings would prove 
prescient. In 1915, the US military would invade Haiti under the conditions 
that Douglass envisioned: to establish control and order; to make bridges and 
roads (using Haitians as labourers); and to stabilise commerce and industry. 
In effect, the takeover occurred because the USA believed Haiti was unable 
to solve its own problems—and those problems had now impacted negatively 
on Americans and American interests. As historian Mary Renda asserts, 
the occupation set up a racialised logic of domination that not only situated 
the USA in relation to Haiti, but also informed the racialised and gendered 
encounters between individual military personnel, Haitian leaders during 
the occupation and other intrepid practitioners representing the USA.” 
This domination continues today, in new forms, as do the logics and 
rhetorical turns that have configured black sovereignty as an absurd or 
intractable problem in need of solving—or worse, narratives that forever 
frame the nation and its sovereignty as an absurd, errant, enfant terrible 
in need of a parent, a protector or, perhaps, an overseer. British journalist 
Jon Henley captures the quality and nuance of these tropic urgings in 
his writings in the wake of the January 2010 earthquake in Haiti. In a 
14 January article in the Guardian, entitled “Haiti: A Long Descent to 
Hell,” Henley notes that “what has really left Haiti in such a state [of 
ruin] today, what makes the country a constant and heart-rending site of 
recurring catastrophe, is its history.”!? From its title, the tone is set for a 
narrative of declension in which Haiti does not so much emerge from its 
revolution as become trapped in its history—doomed to saturate in the 
violent convulsions of becoming that which it should never have been in 
the Atlantic world: sovereign and black. Although Henley historicises 
Haiti’s dealings with the USA and other Atlantic nation-states, he does 
so in large part by falling back on the familiar assumptions of deficiency 
and dysfunction that dominated earlier chapters. Colonialism plays a role 
in Henley’s narrative, but he fails to grapple with Haiti in any meaningful 
way. Instead, he identifies Haiti’s history as a long and constant descent into 


11 See Renda, Taking Haiti. 
12 Jon Henley, “Haiti: A Long Descent to Hell,” Guardian 14 January 2010. www. 
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. 195 ° 


The Unfinished Revolution 


horror and chaos. He links this history to Haiti’s infrastructure, its leaders’ 
political ineptitude and the suffering of its people: “The last five centuries 
[in Haiti] have combined to produce a people so poor, an infrastructure so 
nonexistent and a state so hopelessly ineffectual.”1% 

Henley is not the first pundit to make this point. As I have shown 
throughout the chapters in this book, critics (and even some supporters) 
describe the nineteenth century as an era of marked isolation, mimicry 
or emptiness; read Haiti’s purported contemporary failed state status into 
its history, implicitly linking today to its revolutionary beginnings; and 
prophesise how this failure will destroy Haiti’s future. Echoing aspects of 
Douglass’s nightmares of destruction, these rhetorics and logics lock Haiti as 
a state destined to fail—perhaps, the logic asserts, because the wrong people 
lead it and have absurdly thought that they could lead it. 

In violently overturning a brutal system of enforced labour and captivity, 
Haiti’s leaders went a step further. They took a radical rejection of slavery 
and linked it with a clamorous chiasmus-like rejection of white colonial 
control. Haiti would not just be antislavery and anti-colonial at its founding; 
it would also be problematically and emphatically black. In declaring Haiti’s 
arrival into the Atlantic world, Haitian leaders made clear that politics and 
blackness would remain entangled. A self-avowed black nation-state had 
crashed the white sovereignty party in the Atlantic world. 

Contemporary pundits may not frame their articulations of state failure 
and cycles of dispossession as critiques of Haiti’s political creation, but 
their narratives of ineffectiveness, hopelessness and repeated mantras about 
Haiti’s history being its ultimate problem logically lead one to conclude that 
removing it from history is the only solution. Again, Haiti’s sovereignty— 
not to mention Haiti’s people—emerge as an intractable problem. Some 
detractors of Haiti mention foreign interventions or the rise within Haiti 
of dictators, such as the Duvaliers, but too often the rhetoric about 
Haiti, especially by pundits within international relations, politics and 
development, slides easily from present to past and from problem to 
deficiency. Even outlets focused on dismantling power structures and 
speaking truth within an unequal world, such as the online platform, 
openDemocracy, have produced articles that detail Haiti as a problem. 
One openDemocracy article, “Haiti’s Earthquake: A Future After Mercy,” 
produced weeks after the 2010 earthquake, focuses on the nation’s 
post-recovery efforts, but still includes a section about Haiti’s history and 
its state failure. Surprisingly, given the tone and content of openDemocracy’s 
typical articles, it also contains this line: 


13 Jon Henley, “Haiti: A Long Descent to Hell.” 
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The treatment of Haiti and its people in this era is representative of 
a longer history marked by the international community’s consistent 
prejudice against and exclusion of Haiti; the various foreign-inspired 
attempts to mould Haiti into a cohesive state have neglected to address 
the political, social and economic problems that are at the root of its 
near-failure in the first place.14 


Haiti, these and other claims refrain, does not have a problem with its 
history. Haiti has a Haitian problem. Through my discoveries within this 
project, I sense these problems as problems of the entanglement of race and 
politics, even when those problems are expressed in the accumulation of 
capital or wealth. What, we must ask, is the future for black sovereignty 
given the constant challenges to its form and the promises of recognition 
that seek to dilute its liberative potentialities? 


Black Sovereign Lamentations 


Caribbeanist and critical legal scholar Colin Dayan, writing just after the 
2010 earthquake, reminds readers: 


Representations of Haiti. They never change. As early as 1853, the Scottish 
writer Thomas Carlyle lamented the destruction of the richest colony in 
the New World. He called [postcolonial] Haiti “a tropical dog-kennel and 
pestiferous jungle.” Thirty-five years later, his biographer, the historian 
James Anthony Froude, would describe his first impression of the “ulcer 
of Port-au-Prince” as a smell of “active dirt fermenting in the sunlight.”* 


Sir Spenser St. John. Thomas Carlyle. James Anthony Froude. These 
nineteenth-century chroniclers repeat the refrain of Haiti’s problems and 
Haiti’s dis-ease. They have a twenty-first-century compatriot: US evangelist, 
philanthro-businessman and would-be politician Pat Robertson. Robertson 
is well known for his commentary. After New Orleans faced the force of 
Hurricane Katrina, he claimed that the hurricane was actually the work 
of an angry god lashing out at New Orleans because Ellen DeGeneres, an 
out and vocal LGBTQI+ supporter, had been chosen to host the Academy 
Awards. The link between the weather and the TV host? DeGeneres was 
born in New Orleans. What remained unclear was why any deity cared. 


14 Johanna Mendelson Forman, “Haiti’s Earthquake: A Future After Mercy,” openDe- 
mocracy 26 January 2010. https://www.opendemocracy.net/johanna-mendelson-forman/ 
haiti’s-earthquake-future-after-mercy; emphasis mine. 

15 Colin Dayan, “Civilizing Haiti,” Boston Review 35.1. online version. 20 January 
2010. http://bostonreview.net/archives/BR35.1/dayan.php. 
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Given his track record, it is unsurprising that Robertson would comment 
on Haiti. When his infamous comments about devil worship, revolutionary 
pacts and demonic revenge hit the media after the 2010 earthquake, people 
such as the White House Press Secretary labelled them as ravings. Others 
took his “devil talk” a bit more seriously and launched into a defence of 
Haiti. There were some, like Dayan, who recognised older rhetorical charges 
embedded in Robertson's claims that correspond to narratives about the Bois 
Caiman ceremony and the Devil’s purported attempts to claim payment for 
revolutionary assistance—in the form of the earthquake. ‘There are inconsist- 
encies within logics such as Robertson’s, but these narratives routinely 
stress a problematic link between Haiti’s revolution and the stability of 
the nation. These narratives, fantasies and reconfigurations of history craft 
an erratic tether between pestilential or supernatural warnings or signs of 
Haiti’s problems and its origins and continued existence. What is telling is 
how few of these accounts mention specific foreign interventions, such as 
the structural adjustment programmes brought to Haiti in the twentieth 
century by the USA, the USA's eradication of indigenous pig stocks in 
Haiti, or controversial Haitian policies, such as the creation by Haitian 
President Francois Duvalier of the Tonton Macoute, a secretive, violent 
paramilitary force created after a failed coup d’état and answerable only to 
him.'¢ These accounts also often fail consistently to investigate the links 
between intervention, aid, paternalism, sovereignty and blackness. A case in 
point? The search for the cause of the recent cholera epidemic in Haiti and 
the subsequent calls for accountability and reparations. 

Some nine months after the earthquake struck in 2010, people began 
talking about a rash of unexplained illnesses and deaths that occurred far 
from the earthquake’s epicentre. Journalist Jonathan Katz, while reporting 
on the ground in Haiti for the Associated Press, began some of the first 
investigations into the cause(s) of the outbreak. From the start, signs began 
pointing to UN Peacekeepers as “point zero” for the transmission of contam- 
inated waste into the water system. Rumours quickly circulated. 

According to Katz, “as word of the cholera epidemic spread, teledjol [or 
the mouth channel] lit up. Some said they heard the sickness had begun 
when a UN soldier emptied a latrine into a water source.”!” It would take 


16 For more on this history, see Amy Wilentz, The Rainy Season: Haiti since Duvalier 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1989), Trouillot, Haiti, State against Nation, Nicholls, 
From Dessalines to Duvalier, Peter Hallward, Damming the Flood: Haiti and the Politics of 
Containment (New York: Verso, 2008), Millery Polyné, From Douglass to Duvalier: US 
African Americans, Haiti and Pan Americanism, 1870-1964 (Gainesville: University Press 
of Florida, 2011). 

17 Katz, The Big Truck That Went By, 224. 
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years before the purportedly unfounded rumours would finally be regarded 
as truth: that UN peacekeepers carried a strain of bacterium that caused 
cholera in Haiti. 

Noted medical anthropologist and founder of Partners in Health Paul 
Farmer describes the epidemic as “the most devastating the hemisphere 
has seen in decades.” Within months, the outbreak had moved rapidly 
throughout the country. In his account of the early period of the outbreak, 
captured in Haiti: After the Earthquake, Farmer notes that “the cholera 
epidemic hit central Haiti—even more water insecure than the internally 
displaced persons camps—like a bomb, spreading from town to town and 
then into villages far from any clean or filtered water source.”? As of May 
2018, more than 800,000 people had become infected, with thousands 
having succumbed to the disease.?° A debilitating illness, cholera is also 
a disease that silently waits for its victims. The bacterium that causes 
the illness slowly spread throughout the intricate and vital water ecology 
within Haiti that the local inhabitants depend upon for drinking and other 
activities. 

This outbreak is a case study of the limits of Haiti’s sovereignty and 
the constraints of the rights of a sovereign nation’s citizens. Any cursory 
examination of the UN’s responses to the outbreak and its long path to 
acceptance of responsibility for the epidemic highlights the lack of power 
within Haiti and the required role of various transnational advocates to 
fight for reparations for the victims of this disease.” Rebuilding sanitation 
systems, vaccinating the vulnerable and ensuring clean water are essential if 
cholera is to be eradicated in Haiti?” For some, though, the introduction of 
cholera is but another example of the things that need fixing in Haiti. These 


18 For more on this, see Claire Antone Payton, “In Moral Debt to Haiti,” NACLA 
Report on the Americas 49, no. 1 (2017): 64—70. https://doi.org/10.1080/10714839.2017.129 
8247. 

19 Paul Farmer, “Writing About Suffering,” in Abbey Gardner and Cassia Van Der 
Hoof Holstein, eds., Haiti: After the Earthquake (New York: Public Affairs, 211), 192. 

20 Figure drawn from UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA). 

21 For more on the court cases filed against the UN, the UN’s new programme 
of support for cholera victims and those in recovery and the lack of coordinated 
funding to cover the needed support, see David Brand, “7 Years After a Cholera 
Epidemic, Haitians Are Fighting for Accountability,” Global Citizen 14 December 2017. 
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/7-years-after-a-cholera-epidemic-persistent- 
haitia/?platform=hootsuite. 

22 There are advocacy groups such as the Institute for Justice and Democracy in Haiti 
(IJDH) which are working to respond to and hold international and supranational 
bodies responsible. For more on IJDH, see www.ijdh.org. 
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configurations, which often pick up many of the morphologies and responses 
to Haiti’s black sovereignty mentioned in earlier chapters, highlight the 
ways that Haiti and its presence would be seen as fundamentally too 
large a problem to fix. A sovereignty that was—and always had been—an 
intractable problem tainted by its revolutionary and black roots. 

A 2010 editorial in the New York Times enlarges on this point. In a short 
piece that reflects on the recovery efforts, the billions of proposed pledges 
and the need for Haitians to occupy the centre governing role of any 
rebuilding efforts, the writer(s) drift into the path of Haiti’s intractability, 
lamenting: “The paradox being confronted on Wednesday [at the UN donor 
conference on rebuilding Haiti] is how to rebuild a country that was never 
properly built in the first place. Haiti may yet escape the crushing legacy 
of its tragic history, propelled by the opportunity that this latest tragedy 
creates.”23 And there is no doubt, for some, that this moment represents a 
significant opportunity—for capital and political gains. 

Hugh Locke, development specialist, president and co-founder of the 
Haitian-based Smallholder Farmers Alliance and former president and 
co-founder of Yéle Haiti (with Wyclef Jean and Jerry Duplessis), captures 
the depths of the financial pull and push in Haiti during the rebuilding 
phase after the earthquake in his The Haiti Experiment. Ina passage entitled 
“Follow the money,” Locke notes that over a period of 29 months, foreign 
governments spent $6 billion. Donations to NGOs totalled another $3 
billion over the same time period. It typically costs a few billion more to 
support the UN peacekeeping force over that period of time. Heady sums, 
indeed, but Locke puts this in perspective in a long critical passage that I 
will quote in full: 


Adding it all up, the total cost of running Haiti for twenty-nine months 
is roughly U.S.s13 billion. Of that, U.S.s11.5 billion, or 88 percent, is 
foreign aid, both public and private. The government of Haiti had direct 
control over the disbursement of only slightly less than 30 percent of the 
money used to run the country, of which 60 percent came from foreign 
donors [...] There comes a point where common sense trumps any possible 
explanation or economic theory regarding a situation like that of Haiti. No 
sane person living in, or visiting the country, could state with confidence 
that U.S.s13 billion—which translates to an average of close to U.S.s15 
million a day, seven days a week, over twenty-nine months—has made a 
significant contribution to improving the lives of the majority of ordinary 
Haitians [...] So where did the money go??4 


23 Editorial, “Making Haiti Whole,” New York Times [International Edition]. 27 
March 2o10. http:///www.nytimes.com/2010/03/28/opinion/28sunt. html. 
24 Hugh Locke, The Haiti Experiment (New York: Hawkeye Publishers, 2012), 177-78. 
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And to whom? Some political pundits have claimed that the money has 
gone directly into the pockets of individuals—such as former US Secretary 
of State and Democratic Presidential Candidate Hillary Clinton. Jonathan 
Katz, writing in the midst of the 2016 US presidential election, debunks this 
assertion, making it clear that while instances of influence, cross-merging of 
sectors and pressuring of Haitian leaders run throughout Bill and Hillary 
Clinton’s long-term engagements with Haiti, the system was not built by 
them or for them: “[It’s illogical and ahistorical] to pin the whole sordid 
tale of Haiti’s relief and reconstruction disasters on one couple, no matter 
how powerful they have been.”? He sees such tactics as a way to dodge the 
messier issues of economics—such as cheap clothes from Haitian sweatshop 
labour that proliferate in US markets. He continues: “The Clintons didn’t 
create the world we live in; they just know how to navigate it better than 
most of us do. If we want it to change, we have to change it.” He argues 
that this will be a difficult task—and I agree with him. However, reckoning 
with how various political and economic systems profit from and eagerly 
manipulate disaster and instability within Haiti has to take place. ‘This is not 
just a question about foreign intervention, but also one about manipulation 
by elite Haitian bodies who see ways to influence and control movement 
and access to various security and aid markets in the country. As you will 
recall, this was part of Boyer’s plans in Chapter 2, as well as Curtis’s plans 
in Chapter 4. Different targeting markets, different players responding and 
different historical moments—but similar racial logics fuelled fantasies of 
capital gain. As the twenty-first century emerges, what is the future of 
Haiti’s black sovereignty? 


Sovereignty under Siege? 


Decoding Haiti’s sovereignty means navigating the unequal terrain of aid, 
development and partnerships while keeping open the possibilities for 
equitable interactions within systems often purposefully built to obfuscate 
and deflect accountability and responsibility (much less encourage Haitian 
involvement in these processes). You will recall earlier discussions in 
the introduction about the roots of sovereignty containing no place for 
blackness. There is perhaps a logical follow-up question to this claim: 
is there any political room within international relations (and aid and 
development) for blackness that does not treat it as a disease, a defect 


25 Jonathan Katz, “The Clintons Didn’t Screw Up Haiti Alone. You Helped,” Sate 
22 September 2016. www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2016/o9/the_ 
truth_about_the_clintons_and_haiti.html. 

26 Katz, “The Clintons Didn’t Screw Up Haiti Alone. You Helped.” 
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or an intractable problem in need of a (white) sovereign solution? How 
do we navigate these pasts, presents and futures about black sovereignty 
while walking “upon ground that has already betrayed you”™—to borrow 
a phrase from Haitian-born, Montreal-based journalist and writer Dany 
Laferriére—especially for those who hold a space, in whatever tenuous 
form, within global blackness??” 

This betrayal may seem evident in the articles mentioned above that 
discuss Haiti as a land overrun and in need of taming. But it is not just 
armchair pundits and quick-witted ruminators who have weighed in on 
this issue. Constitutional law scholar Richard Albert recently waded into 
the waters of Haiti’s sovereignty, penning an op-ed piece for the Boston 
Globe in which he floats the idea that Haiti should “renounce the power of 
self-governance” in a new constitution and assign it to another country for 
a period of time (50 years). The country suggested? Canada, given what he 
claims are its values of compassion and equality. Casually—as if discussing 
something fairly trivial and not something steeped in the very meaning of 
Haiti’s black sovereignty—A lbert offers a rationale for Haiti’s submission to 
a sovereign other: 


We live in a post-Westphalian world, but the organizing logic of countries 
today remains rooted in traditional understandings of the nation-state. 
We hold sometimes too strongly to the idea that a country is sovereign— 
all-powerful within its jurisdiction and an independent actor beyond its 
borders—to fully appreciate that external pressures are not only a reality 
of our global order but often also a force for good. Haiti would not be 
alone in surrendering an important marker of national sovereignty in the 
pursuit of larger objectives.78 


Albert suggests that those objectives could involve improving Haiti’s 
infrastructure and Haitian citizens’ quality of life. As the chapters in this 
book show, there are more than a few people (including Haitians) who have 
always been willing to trade Haiti’s black sovereignty for something—be 
it labour, capital, stability or power. Albert, in his op-ed piece, does more 
than merely solve the problem of Haiti’s sovereignty. By nullifying Haiti’s 
sovereignty and transferring (selling?) it to Canada, he ostensibly makes 
Haiti politically palatable by, again, removing the “real” problem of Haiti: 
its blackness and its purported lack of political capabilities. One can sense 


27 Dany Laferriére, The World is Moving around Me: A Memoir of the Haiti Earthquake, 
trans. David Homel (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2013, 89. 
28 Richard Albert, “Haiti Should Relinquish its Sovereignty,” Boston Globe 2 May 


2017. https://www.bostonglobe.com/opinion/2017/05/o2/haiti-should-relinquish-its- 
sovereignty/LxQmNZivNWI2NjgDHiiREP/story.html. 
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the importance of Laferriére’s warning about betrayal in Albert’s solution to 
Haiti’s political instability. 

Laferriére’s quote—“walking upon ground that has already betrayed 
you”—appears in The World is Moving around Me: A Memoir of the Haiti 
Earthquake (originally published in 2011 as Tout bouge autour de moi). 
Laferriére’s account—produced as a series of encounters, impressions and 
vignettes—captures his life and the world around him in the moments and 
days after the earthquake. By chronicling his experiences, Laferriére gives 
shape and voice to the shock after “less than a minute” of tremors, where 
“some saw their lifelong dreams go up in smoke” while still others spent 
time riffling through “the dust of their dreams.”?? Although the narrative 
form mixes the stylistics of poetry with elements of reporting and novel- 
writing, this text is not the only one seeking to capture some sense of what 
happened after the earthquake and consider Haiti’s sovereign future. 

Writers, journalists, academics, activists and development workers have 
all produced work after the 2010 earthquake in Haiti that has sought to 
make sense of the tragedy, account for the lived experiences of communal 
assistance and support, or provide strong analysis of the rebuilding process. 
I have already mentioned Katz’s book, The Big Truck That Flew By, Amy 
Wilentz’s Farewell, Fred Voodoo, Paul Farmer’s Haiti: After the Earthquake, 
Gina Athena Ulysse’s Why Haiti Needs New Narratives, Mark Schuller’s 
Tectonic Shifts: Haiti since the Earthquake and Laurent Dubois’s Haiti: The 
Aftershocks of History. Joining these long-form analyses and accounts are 
writers, artists, curators, non-governmental organisations and others who 
staged talks, appeared on television and discussed options about Haiti’s 
future. Some of those people ran donation drives on the small scale and 
on the large scale—such as the Hope for Haiti Now telethon that brought 
together a global network of celebrities and politicians and raised more than 
$60 million for charities. 

Many of the discussions and investigations in the days and years after the 
earthquake brought much-needed clarity and nuance to debates on how best 
to respond to the recovery efforts. I was invited to join a panel of one of those 
debates on BBC World Service News Hour Extra with journalist Owen 
Bennett Jones. I participated in a rousing live conversation that included 
journalist Jonathan Katz and a taped interview with the head of the Clinton 
Foundation. Although appreciative of the chance to discuss history and the 
politics of funding in Haiti with such an engaged community, I was struck 
by the titling of the show that would appear online: “Haiti Aid: Throwing 
Good Money after Bad.” Steeped in the rhetoric and logics of intractability, 
this title worked against the perspective that Katz and I tried to bring to 


29 Laferriére, The World is Moving around Me: A Memoir of the Haiti Earthquake, 20. 
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the discussion—such as where did the money go and to whom? And why 
some of the current players who participate in the system may want it to 
stay that way. 

And this is not just a question about the movement of capital and 
strategic policy adjustments during and after moments of instability and 
disaster. There is also the very real issue about narrative framing and 
attempts to demarcate difference—“the subhumanity trope.” While there 
have been fantastic and unrealistic tales of zombies, before and since the 
publication of journalist and traveller William Seabrook’s The Magic Island 
(1929), the enduring fascination with Haitian vodou has encouraged all 
manner of people to become obsessed with their limited knowledge of and 
cultural myths surrounding voodoo and apply them to the syncretic spiritual 
practice that occurs in Haiti. From articulations of “voodoo economics” 
to horror filmic renditions of spirit possession, this myth has seeped 
not only into transnational articulations of Haiti but also formulations 
of Haitian politics. Locke captures this fascination: “Writers invented 
their own ‘voodoo’ character, patching together snippets of mythology 
with an invented back story, complete with a zombie ‘handbook’ [...] 
Some were blind, others sensitive to light [... complete with] the zombie 
sorcerer who has the magic potion that revives the dead and makes them 
into slaves.”3° Gina Athena Ulysse, in writing about the representations 
and narratives that circulate and recirculate in Haiti, notes how far too 
many configurations of Haitians turn them into “bodies without minds, 
heads without bodies, or roving spirits.’*! There are repetitions here. 
Incantations of problems and exchanges of power that have flowed into and 
out of the unfinished project(s) of black sovereignty: Magic. Neoliberalism. 
Misrecognition. Bodies without minds. Fungible commodities. Dispos- 
session. Sovereignty under siege. 

As this book has shown, people within the African diaspora have played 
a significant role in forging and responding to Haiti’s black sovereignty. In 
Chapter 4, and briefly in Chapter 5, I mentioned the speeches of abolitionist, 
writer and eventual US diplomat Frederick Douglass in his guise as the 
co-Commissioner to Haiti’s Pavilion at the World’s Columbian Exposition 
of 1893. I presented the work of Prince Saunders, the broker working on 
behalf of Henri Christophe, in Chapter 1. By looking at the work of these 
intermediaries, The Unfinished Revolution takes seriously the ways that 
Haiti adds to and troubles black political thought—and reactions to it—by 
offering concrete examples of the performances of black sovereignty. 


30 Locke, The Haiti Experiment, 13. 
31 Gina Athena Ulysse, “Why Representations of Haiti Matter Now More than 
Ever,” NACLA Report on the Americas 43, no. 4 (July-August 2010): 37. 
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As mentioned in the introduction, the book has not included more 
comparative examinations across and amongst black nation-states.*? This 
is not an oversight. Rather than setting up generalisations about black 
sovereignty, it became essential that this text’s focus should be on the arrival 
of Haiti—responding to the call offered in the introduction by Paul Gilroy 
to re-centre black political thought by placing the nation of Haiti at its core. 
Haiti is key—but even as we do more work on black sovereignty in Haiti, we 
also need more investigations into the exchanges, some of which are detailed 
in this book, between black nation-states and their official and unofficial 
representatives on the international stage. These conversations, framings and 
figurations of black power and politics deserve greater scrutiny—especially 
as the continued sovereign presence of black nation-states may suggest 
important lessons for those invested in considering black futurity. 

Due to the time period(s) under investigation within this book, some 
voices have only made sporadic appearances. Sociologist, writer and social 
justice advocate W. E. B. DuBois, who would pen pieces critical in The 
Crisis of the USA’s intervention/invasion of Haiti from 1915 to 1934, will 
appear more centrally in later work on black sovereignty. Although cited, 
the work of C. L. R. James, while influential, informs my later research, 
especially given his perspective on decolonial and resistance practices of the 
twentieth century. If there is one thing that The Unfinished Revolution has 
taught me it is how integral black thinkers are for thinking through black 
political futures and living tenuous and complex black presents. In reading 
across spaces and people, in thrusting into and out of the lives of people 
with different goals, aspirations and hauntings, I have been able to chart 
some aspect of Haiti’s performances of black sovereignty as exhibited on 
the global stage. Missing, though, are the voices of the masses and much of 
the internal debates. There will be other forms for this. In many ways, this 
book spoke to me from the archives and demanded construction. Now, I 
can add to these tropes with other works and others can critique and add to 
them with additional archives of memory and matter. Charting the terrain 
of black sovereignty will undoubtedly take many years—and I hope include 
many perspectives. 

Some voices have played a more supportive role in the pages of the 
book; others have been more central to the ways that I have charted the 
morphologies and challenges of black sovereignty. Haitian thinkers and 
artists have played key roles in sustaining my thoughts and challenging 
my articulations. In earlier chapters, I discussed the historical roles and 


32 My next monograph, tentatively entitled States of Blackness, will take up the mantle 
of thinking through the cross-pollination between and amongst Haiti, Abyssinia and 
Liberia. 
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performances of Henri Christophe, Faustin-Elie Soulouque, Anténor 
Firmin, Charles Preston, Jean-Pierre Boyer, Hannibal Price, Toussaint 
Louverture and Jean-Jacque Dessalines. But there have been numerous 
others. From the Baron de Vastey and Jean Price-Mars to Marie Vieux- 
Chauvet and Thomas Madiou, Haitian artists and thinkers have offered 
nuanced considerations of Haiti’s history and its revolutionary beginnings. 
Many have also provided strategies for fighting against black nullification or 
for obtaining greater political power within the black (and white) Atlantic 
world. These flashes and challenges of black power and black politics offer 
clear responses to dehumanising riffs of black inhumanity, just as they also 
illuminate significant distinctions between elites and the masses. 

‘These divisions and dichotomies, seen in earlier moves to force formerly 
enslaved persons back onto abandoned plantations under Louverture, 
Christophe and Boyer as a response to the constraints of black sovereignty, 
challenge any articulation of black futures that are always already truly 
open to all. As this book has shown, in attempting to shift the conversation 
about black sovereignty and instantiate power or reclaim capital, Haitian 
leaders and officials often turned to labouring black bodies to provide the 
fungibility that would enable the leaders/officials to manipulate the links 
between land, security, yields and profit in order to amass greater power 
and control of the nation’s future. In trading the security of the people as 
a commodity or citizenship as a recruitment tool, various leaders, such as 
Boyer, tried to control the terms and the figurations of Haiti’s unfinished 
sovereign project. 

But, as scholars such as J. Michael Dash, Alex Dupuy, David Nicholls 
and others have shown, the counter-plantation system within Haiti strongly 
resisted attempts to enchain the masses. These attempts were not always 
successful, but, as the sweeping elections that brought in Aristide in the late 
twentieth century show, change is possible—and the people can lead (and 
demand) it. It is just as possible that black sovereignty, of the future, will not 
come from the structures of the nation-state, but from the people—even as 
they infuse the nation-state and its systems with political form and meaning. 


Conclusion 


This book has focused on the ways that race figures in sovereignty amongst 
and between sovereign entities. In investigating this line of thought, it has 
offered less commentary on the political history of Haiti. This is not because 
Haiti’s long political history does not matter, but more that the performances 
of black sovereignty must be read as they appeared on the world stage in 
order to understand how sovereignty and power between nation-states works 
when one of those nations is born from a slave rebellion and characterises 
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itself—at least for a time—as black. What you have encountered is mainly 
the first act—the nineteenth century. 

In tracing these moments and encounters, I have tried to understand 
how sovereignty can become a tool, a weapon, a commodity and a problem. 
Overall, the book has used Haiti as its anchor and moved within and 
into various channels and currents in which Haiti’s sovereignty was either 
on display or was exchanged for something else. The tropes that I have 
delineated are complex directives and motivations that structure some sets 
of conversations and negotiations and at other times, such as at the Fair, sit 
silently in the background, doing different work. 

When I began this project, I pitched it to myself as an examination 
of nineteenth-century interactions and international relations between 
and amongst nation-states. Blackness played a role—or, more accurately, 
racialisms—but I considered capital far more centrally in my analyses. 
Over time, I began to see the ways that sovereignty’s original nullification 
of difference operated within contemporary sovereign discussions. As talk 
continued about Haiti’s failure, ineptitude and problem status within various 
media, I realised that what I was charting was less the history of black 
politics and more its work/struggle. In an earlier passage in this book, I 
argued that black sovereignty is given meaning through political struggle. I 
still believe this, but I also now firmly see that there is something immensely 
generative—and challenging—about keeping open the terms of what black 
sovereignty means/is. 

In the introduction, I positioned this book within the critical conver- 
sations within black studies that circle around tragedy, futurity, pessimism, 
praxis, necropolitics, bare life and power. I have not settled my thoughts 
on these matters, now that I am at the end of this particular monographic 
journey, as much as I have firmed my conviction that we need debates and 
challenges about sovereignty in order to have futures for self-avowed black 
nation-states and those who feel the pulls and the circuits of global blackness 
within their national frames. Black sovereignty is not a singular thing that 
every country must adopt or embrace. Instead, it is a journey of being and 
performing in the world that has the potential to demand and open space. 
When it is weaponised or turned against the very people that it is meant 
to embolden, it constrains living and politics. What I now see as the main 
challenge to any and all black sovereignty projects is how to maintain their 
unfinished nature(s). 

I am not advocating “unfinishedness” due to any fear of becoming 
or because I do not think that people of African descent can engage or 
act politically. On the contrary, my call for the sustainment of being 
“unfinished” responds to an insistence that the only way that we can 
unknow and unlearn the nullifications within sovereignty is by challenging 
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its very origins—by being present at its antithesis. The trick will be in 
resisting the seduction offered by sovereignty’s power or other sovereign 
nations’ carrots of recognition and acceptance that often come with steep 
price tags—such as the 1825 indemnity to France agreed by Boyer that not 
only failed to buffer Haiti against foreign intervention but also entangled it 
with crippling debts and loans that would take until the twentieth century 
to pay off. Given these tethers, how can black sovereignty grow and develop 
without being distorted? Hopefully, by thinking carefully about the tropes 
and configurations embedded within performances of sovereignty. Here are 
two vastly different contemporary examples of these tropes and figurations 
in action. 

Example r. “Inside Disaster.” Before the 12 January 2010 earthquake, a 
documentary filmmaker talked with the Red Cross about filming their 
interactions and experiences during a future global disaster. The joint 
effort was agreed, and plans formed to create a set of public “knowledge 
encounters” focused on a particular disaster location. Although, at the time, 
the team did not know where the next disaster would strike, they continued 
to prepare for any eventuality that would enable them to capture the reality 
of humanitarianism. And then came the earthquake in Haiti. In the days 
and months that followed, the documentary team assembled information 
about the Red Cross, displaced persons, journalists, aid workers and others 
who moved into and out of the nation. They filmed, chatted with, listened 
to, embraced and visualised the disaster from as many perspectives as 
possible. This cast became part of a multi-platform documentary experience 
that includes what I will focus on here: a first-person role-playing simulation 
of the earthquake and its aftermath, “Inside the Haiti Earthquake.” 

I first encountered the simulation when I taught a course for fourth-year 
students at the University of Aberdeen that borrowed its title from Laurent 
Dubois’s Haiti: The Aftershocks of History. This course examined disaster, 
policy, history, race, aid, foreign interventions, economic policies and 
sovereignty. It tested some of my theories about race and sovereignty while 
also drawing together all of the recent books, texts, exhibitions, documen- 
taries, historical accounts and media coverage connected to the earthquake. 
This was a course focused on recent (and unfinished) history, but it was also 
one formed by a long and contentious set of patterns and tropes regarding 
foreign engagement within Haiti and sovereign battles for legitimacy, such 


33 For more on this, see Inside Disasters website http://insidedisaster.com/haiti/ 
experience and some of the press coverage, including this piece in the Huffington Post, 
entitled “Disaster: A Serious Game.” www.huffingtonpost.com/amanda-lin-costa/ 
disaster-a-serious-game_b_776949.html. The simulation now can only be experienced 
through a subscription—although there remains a free preview option, by request. 
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as the continuing conflict between the USA and Haiti over Navassa Island. 
In the midst of this course, I had my students interact with the simulation. 

Its premise is simple: real footage allows an individual to take on the 
life of a survivor, a journalist and an aid worker. The camera pans out to 
convey actual scenes and situations at any given moment and continuously 
signals that the camera lens is the eye of the participant. ‘This is first-person 
disaster re-enactment infused with actual footage of people and places on 
the ground. What tilts the simulation further is its interactive element: 
periodically, the action freezes and the “player” is faced with a set of multiple 
options for the next course of action that they must whittle down to one 
choice. These options involve choices—sometimes difficult ones—about 
food, housing, help, aid, work and other concerns. ‘There are purportedly no 
right or wrong answers, just choices, and the action then resumes depending 
on what course of action the “player” decides, switching scenes, accordingly. 

Death and a casual orientation to destruction surround the “experience.” 
This casualness deeply disturbed my students. Yes, the simulation made 
clear the realities of a natural disaster, but they also turned the real lives 
and circumstances of the people of Haiti—and those who arrived to help 
them—into consumable objects. Gone, throughout the simulation, are any 
of the negotiations, the meetings, the planning, the organising amongst 
Haitian community groups and members, the impassioned speeches on the 
floor of the UN, the radio talks or the powerful pieces that tried to correct 
older logics and narratives about Haiti, such as the riveting conversation 
between Colin Dayan and Jonathan Katz that centred on Katz’s book, but 
covered broader territory, including politics and change.3* Described as “a 
simulation for donors, potential aid workers and volunteers,” the experience 
definitely feels as if its task is to bring people to an elsewhere where other 
people fix things. The disembodiedness was to be expected as it is a first- 
person experience, but my students felt uncomfortable with the reduction of 
Haiti, its history and its culture to only a problem area that needed fixing. 
After reading about the experiences of people such as Danticat or Laferriére, 
my students felt that the simulation offered a voyeuristic tour of real people’s 
lives—not quite disaster pornography, but definitely an oversaturation of 
collapse and dis-ease. While the simulation may have wanted to capture the 
reality of life after the disaster, given Haiti’s history, the simulation struggles 
to raise the encounter above “the problem of Haiti.” 

The creators of this project and platform may strongly believe in the 
educational value of this tool—it has won many educational and gaming 


34 See Colin Dayan, “A Secret History of the Haitian Earthquake: A Conversation 
with Jonathan M. Katz,” Boston Review 25 June 2013. http://bostonreview.net/world- 
books-ideas/secret-history-haitian-earthquake. 
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awards—but my students and I found its structure troubling. The problem 
is not exactly that disaster is turned into an interactional educational 
non-game. ‘The real issue is that the choices in front of Haitians, at any time, 
dance amongst the tropes outlined in this book—tool, commodity, weapon, 
currency. By not adequately dealing with these topics, the “experience” feels 
unmoored—grounded in a humanitarian bubble—focused less on Haiti 
than on the experiences of those tasked to cover or help the nation. Efforts 
were made by the team to include the history of Haiti and information 
about its people, but the voyeuristic aspect of the disaster pushes into every 
frame. I sense the motives of the project and the platform are to counter 
this reading and assessment. My criticism is not a condemnation of the 
team’s efforts or their intent. What I am suggesting is that in experiencing 
the experience, my students—and I—struggled to see how it would address 
the aftershocks of history and enable Haiti to recover its own future, on 
its own terms. 

Example 2. Paolo Woods's État. I first came across an image from Paolo 
Woods’s three-year photographic project in Haiti a number of years ago. 
Woods, an Italian photographer who now lives in Haiti, turned his camera 
lens on Haiti in an effort to explore the country through images. What 
drew my attention, immediately, was the juxtapositioning within Woods’s 
photographs of an artistic form of investigative journalism that worked 
through topics as varied as religious expression, portraiture, festivals and 
performance. Seeking to go beyond stereotypes about a given place, Woods 
has produced a collection and assembled an exhibition, Etat, which was on 
view at the Musée de l’Elysée in Lausanne, Switzerland and at Photoville in 
Brooklyn Bridge Park in New York in 2014. Although a compelling series, 
the photos and accompanying text, written by journalist Arnaud Robert, 
present the media covering it with a conundrum: how to cover a visual and 
textual exploration of what state means given the general “problems” that 
publicly circulate concerning the Haitian state? 

Woods, during interviews, would try to circumvent journalists’ questions 
about “failed states” by insisting on not reproducing stereotypes, focusing 
on daily lives and continually asking, how does one create a state through 
living? Woods does his part, but his interviewers—from S/ate to the New 
York Times—do their utmost to keep the focus on Haiti, the “flawed state” or 


35 For an example of an ethically guided project that captures the experiences of 
Haitians after the earthquake, see Claire Payton’s Haiti Memory Project. Over a series 
of months in 2010, she worked collaboratively to gather over 100 interviews that allowed 
Haitian people to tell their own memories and stories. The project is now available for 
reading, teaching and learning at the Louie B. Nunn Center for Oral History in the 
University of Kentucky Libraries and is hosted online at http://haitimemoryproject.org. 
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on its poverty.°° Nestled within these glossy pages are towering visuals, such 
as the one of Haitian President and one-time cross-dressing music superstar, 
Michel Martelly, striding in front of the ruined Presidential Palace that 
could not escape the power of the earthquake. Woods’s photograph shows a 
determined leader on his mobile phone, dressed in jeans with a baseball cap 
on his head emblazoned with the word “Prezidan.” Destroyed presidential 
palace in the background; determined and modern leader striding towards 
the viewer in the centre of the frame. It was only once I picked up the 
book tied to the exhibition, also entitled Evat, and visited the website of 
the arts management company that represents him, Institute, that I found 
images and text that none of the outlets included in their coverage.*” For 
example, the Institute’s website contains one of the more moving tropes of 
the exhibition that focuses on the proliferation of US cast-off T-shirts with 
dubious and sometimes silly wording on them. Pulled from bins and surplus, 
they dot the horizon in Haiti. Woods goes on a hunt to find them and take 
pictures of people wearing them, but also notes how the accumulation of 
these garments has pushed out local tailors who might have sold their shirts 
to the community. It is this critique of globalisation, the circulation of capital 
and the role and place of Haitians in the process that elevates Woods’s 
exhibition beyond stereotypes. Yet, the coverage of this exhibition in the 
media still struggles to move considerations of the Haitian state beyond 
considerations of its problem status and its failure. 

Two vastly different situations that illuminate the contours of this book— 
especially given their non-diplomatic or political positioning. Although 
some aspects of this book have focused on politicians or their interme- 
diaries, others have found generative ideas and perspectives from unexpected 
quarters—such as letters, art, newspaper articles and essays. Rather than 
frame the two examples above as simple errors in judgement or trivial 
matters, I have included them to highlight the very perniciousness of the 
framing of black sovereignty—and its constraints—allowing particular sets 
of tropes to become routine ways of describing, working with or imagining 
Haiti. In either instance, we can see how the framing of place and the 
figuration of black politics culturally plays out. What probably needs little 
stressing is how this framing works politically. Just witness Haiti’s last 


36 See David Gonzales, “A Haitian State of Mind,” New York Times 23 September 
2013. https://lens.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/09/23/a-haitian-state-of-mind/ and David 
Rosenberg, “Looking Past the Stereotypes of Haiti,” S/ate 5 December 2013. www. 


slate.com/blogs/behold/2013/12/05/paolo_woods_life_in_haiti_beyond_the_headlines_ 
photos.html. 
37 For more on this, see www.instituteartist.com/feature-Pepe-Paolo-Woods and 


Woods and Robert, Evat. 
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presidential election—held during the recovery efforts, Haiti’s rebuilding 
efforts and the stalled giving of pledges; or the long and formal fight on 
behalf of Haitians against the UN for the recognition of its role in the 
spread of cholera in Haiti. In the last instance, it took years, but, finally, in 
2016, the UN apologised for its role in the epidemic and pledged to assist in 
the development of clean water and sanitation and health support through 
a coordinated international effort. For many, this recognition falls short of 
a reckoning with its response to the outbreak.3* There are already signs that 
the coordination has stalled. 

So, where does this leave us? Where are we with the twists and turns of 
black sovereignty? Part of me hopes that the journey that you have taken 
with me has illuminated the importance of witnessing black sovereignty 
and recognising it as a real and vital thing worth considering, studying 
and critiquing. There is another part of me that hopes that we can quickly 
move away from documenting and historicising black sovereignty in order 
to capture the various ways that people may be performing its tropes—and 
for what purposes. Throughout the book, I have purposefully moved back 
and forth in time, where appropriate, to give some sense of these hauntings 
and resonances today. 

Although I have signalled a host of patterns in this archive, I am certain 
that new ones await our discovery. Ultimately, what I hope emerges from 
this work is a future that enables black nation-states such as Haiti and others 
to thrive—on their own terms—not as sovereign copies of other nations 
but as beings in their own right that make clear how and in what way they 
shall remain sovereign entities. This is more than just legal considerations 
and the language of rights, but the language and the performance of power 
that moves under our feet, that lives in our objects and that speaks to our 
multi-vocality. This book has collected and assembled an archive, but it 
has also listened to those who have created lived theories of resistance and 
struggle. As Trouillot notes: “Survivors carry history on themselves.”3? May 
we continue to see it. 


38 For more, see UN press release available on the official UN website: “Secretary- 
General Apologizes for United Nations Role in Haiti Cholera Epidemic, Urges 
International Funding of New Response to Disease,” 1 December 2016. https://www. 
un.org/press/en/2016/sgsm18323.doc.htm. 

39 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 149. 
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